ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION
ver the past two decades the focus group research method has become more popular among researchers in the international marketing arena. In fact, many practitioners regard the focus group research technique as being synonymous with qualitative research and particularly favour this approach, because of its cost advantage above the more expensive quantitative research options. (Prakash, 2013; Kent, 2007 The focus group research method entails a group interview approach where group interaction, dynamics and synergy lead to joint construction of meaning, and thus valuable consumer insights may be obtained on a given topic (Bryman & Belle, 2007 ) and the creative insights result from the interplay among respondents and multiple views and perspectives shared, which stimulate thought among focus group members (Zikmund & Babin, 2013, p. 108). Furthermore, the multivocality of focus group interaction and discussions provides a valuable breadth of information on a topic of discussion (Stokes & Bergin, 2006, pp. 26-37 ) and the synergy created allows the group to exceed the benefit of merely adding up contributions of individuals working independently (Baruah & Paulus, 2009, pp. 29-56; Hartman, 2004, pp. 402-410) . Because of these advantages, the focus group research method has been defined as an efficient, practical and applied method of gathering qualitative research information (Kress & Shoffner, 2007, pp. 189-195) .
Researchers following qualitative research methods in general and focus groups in particular, however, must apply key quality guidelines in order to enhance scientific research practice. More particularly, the methodological application ought to measure up to best practice in marketing research because the quality of research depends on the appropriateness and accurate application of the chosen method (Mrosovsky, 2006, pp. 790-791) . Practitioners across the globe and also in South Africa must adhere to these principles in order to protect the integrity of the marketing research industry.
To assist South African marketing researchers in this regard, the South African Marketing Research Association, in its capacity as a regulatory body for marketing practitioners, has designed a code of conduct in an attempt to provide more guidance to marketing researchers on research ethics, policies and rules (SAMRA, 2009, pp. 1-3). However, within their framework there still remains a lack of specific guidelines on the disciplined conduct of qualitative marketing research.
These guidelines are imperative as evidence exists in the literature review which suggests that the process of conducting focus group research in South Africa may not be deemed efficient or well organised. To a large extent, the challenges relate to the misconducts or mismanagement of the focus group method by research supplier and user organisations alike (Martin, 2006 , pp. 2-4; Green & Green, 2005 , pp. 1-9). The practices then lead to dire consequences for user organisations across industries. Unsuspecting research users paid for and applied the defective research to inform their decision-making processes, thereby risking failure in the face of market uncertainty.
Consequently, to protect the integrity of the marketing research industry in South Africa, an understanding of the universal challenges impacting on the quality of focus group research as well as guidelines that could be employed to assist in improving the standard of focus groups research in South Africa, is without a doubt warranted. Due to the popularity of the focus group method within the South Africa research environment, it is imperative to propose guidelines for practitioners on best practices that will assist them in executing their focus group studies in a more scientific manner.
It was the aim of this article to address the abovementioned requirements.
RESEARCH PROBLEM
Evidence exists in the literature reviewed, which suggests that the process of conducting focus group research in South Africa may not be deemed efficient or well organised. A lack of clear guidelines that could assist in improving the standard of focus group research was identified as a major quality challenge in South Africa. As a result, the general misuse of the focus group method may have quality implications for the decision-making processes of organisations across the industry spectrum and for further research. To protect the integrity of the marketing research industry in this country, it is imperative for a research study to be conducted that will seek to uncover the challenges that impede the quality of focus group research and develop a set of guidelines for redress by stakeholder organisations.
OBJECTIVES
Emanating from the research problem, the primary objective of the research study conducted for this article was to obtain an understanding of the universal challenges impacting on the quality of focus group research as well as to establish management guidelines that could be employed to assist in improving the standard of focus groups research in South Africa.

Conduct a literature review to identify challenges that impact quality across the focus group research process and that will assist in formulating a discussion guide for the in-depth interviews to be facilitated.  Conduct qualitative in-depth interviews with research suppliers and users in South Africa to obtain more insight into their perceptions of research quality problems within the focus group process.  Based on the findings of the qualitative interviews, conduct quantitative interviews on a larger scale with research suppliers and users in South Africa to verify their perceptions on challenges that impact quality across the focus group research process. 
Compare the research quality perceptions of research suppliers and users within the focus group process.
RESEARCH HYPOTHESIS
The following research hypothesis was formulated to assist in addressing the fourth secondary research objective of the study:
HA¹: There is a significant association between the perceptions of research suppliers and research users with regard to the quality challenges experienced across the focus group research process.
THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
This section commences with an overview of the importance of the South African marketing research industry, the purpose of focus group research within the marketing research environment, as well as a discussion of categories of focus group research. To assist in addressing the first secondary research objective formulated for the study, the latter part of the theoretical background is devoted to identify challenges that impact quality across the focus group research process and that will assist in formulating a discussion guide for the in-depth interviews to be facilitated.
The Importance Of The South African Marketing Research Industry
The South African marketing research industry provides an important platform for the practice of marketing research and is viewed as a growth industry within the international marketing research setting (Falala, 2003, pp. 2-4) . In essence, the importance of the South African marketing research industry stems from its direct contribution of marketing research expertise, which facilitates informed, evidence-, based marketing decisionmaking that helps organisations achieve desired business outcomes ( 
The Purpose Of Focus Groups Within The Marketing Research Environment
Focus groups were conceived as an alternative method to the one-on-one approach in social sciences (Simon & Mosavel, 2008, pp. 63-81) , an area of scientific inquiry that embodies marketing research. Focus group research is widely described in the literature across research fields, including marketing research as a qualitative research method. Evidently, stemming from the reinforced definition of focus groups, Zikmund and Babin (2013, p. 108), Kress and Shoffner (2007, pp. 189-195) Fundamentally, the defining purpose of focus groups stems from its collectivist nature, concentration on the group interaction, and the expression of different perspectives. Essentially, as a data gathering method, focus groups serve to generate qualitative research data from which meaningful insights may be deduced for decision-making purposes of business organisations. The ability of focus groups as an efficient and practical method is central to their purpose in revealing consensus views, and generates rich data as they allow participants to challenge one another's views and enable views to be reformulated through the exchanges (Ashton, 2009 , pp. 221-232; Malhotra, 2010, p. 169).
Categories Of Focus Group Research
Focus groups can be organised into three main categories namely, exploratory, clinical and experiencing focus groups. Exploratory focus groups are often used at the exploratory phase of the marketing research process, to obtain a better understanding of the research problem (Burns & Bush, 2014, p. 103; University of WisconsinMadison, 1999, p. 4). Clinical focus groups entails to probe the respondents in order uncover their true motivations and feelings that are hidden at a subconscious level. With respect to experiencing focus groups, the researcher is subjected to the emotional framework in which a product for example, is being used, and thus obtains a better understanding of what the consumer experiences (Aaker et al., 2004, pp. 197-198) . In addition, the design of the different types of categories, focus groups can either be conducted online or in a traditional manner. Online focus groups are less expensive, can be conducted anywhere in the world and the results are available immediately. Traditional focus groups are conducted in one location, are more expensive and transcripts will take longer to finalise (Malhotra, 2010, p. 184) .
Challenges Impacting Quality Across The Focus Group Research Process
A further literature investigation revealed a number of challenges that can be experienced across the focus group research process and which the researchers had to incorporate into the in-depth interview discussion guide.
General Practitioner Incompetence
Practitioner triangulation such as the regular back-checking of questionnaires or discussion guides are not performed due to the fact that researchers are required to complete studies within short time frames (Green & Green, 2005 , pp. 1-9). Respondent time spans are further generally too short to conduct a recruitment process. Besides, there are not many focus group venues in South Africa and the few available are often fully booked, resulting in focus group respondents having to travel long distances to participate in the survey (Green & Green, 2005) .
Questionable Research Skills
Focus group research skills of some research suppliers are questionable, and may lead to industry misuse of the method. Some research suppliers tend to 'blindly and hurriedly' use research methods or tools without much consideration and scrutiny (Kolb, 2005 
Lack Of Enforcement Of Industry Regulations
Lack of enforcement of industry practice regulations to ensure compliance may be a contributing factor to the misuse of the focus group method in South Africa. Monitoring or supervision are essential to ensure the integrity of the research studies, focus groups or otherwise, as advocated by Ervin and Cowell (2004, pp. 183-190) . However, there is insufficient evidence to suggest that effective quality monitoring mechanisms within the South African marketing research practice exist or are enforced. For this reason, deliberate disregard for existing regulations may be possible. Another constraining factor is that regulations can only be enforced on researchers who are registered and monitored members of the industry regulatory body, which is merely a quarter of the research suppliers in South Africa (Vorster, 2008, p. 1).
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Disregard For Research Service Contracts
Green and Green (2005, pp. 1-9) assert that focus group industry service providers, such as recruiters, for example, might not receive remuneration for services provided, if the respondents fails to turn up for the interview. At times, respondents who are not suitable to participate in the study are also asked to leave the venue and as a result the recruiter will not receive any remuneration, not only for the incorrect recruit, but also not for the rest of the group. There are further instances when an unsuitable respondent will be requested to stay on to avoid loss of income for the recruiter and other parties involved.
Ignorance On How The Industry Operates
General ignorance on how the industry operates, particularly on the part of some research user organisations, is evident in the local industry literature reviewed, and this may exacerbate issues of malpractice in the marketing research industry. Maritz (2012, p. 34) adds that low levels of skills, experience and education in the practice compromise quality of research. Research users often request and pay for flawed research studies at face value, purely because they do not have the necessary knowledge about and therefore risk business failure. Apart from that, research user organisations do not understand the difficulties in recruiting for a focus group, including the time it takes, effort required, frustrations recruiters encounter, and costs among other things. The fact that research suppliers and users further are not all in agreement on whether recruiters should be viewed as angels that do not cheat or cheating devils, could be interpreted 
METHODOLOGY
This section focuses on the research methodology that was followed to conduct the empirical investigation, including a discussion of the research population and sample frame, the sample size and selection criteria used, the data collection and research instrument followed, as well as the data analysis procedures that were employed.
To meet the second and third secondary research objectives of this article, the field study was conducted in two phases. In the first phase of the field study, qualitative in-depth interviews with research suppliers and users in South Africa were performed to obtain more insight into the problems that were identified in the literature review as well as the respondents' perceptions of research quality problems, within the focus group process. The second phase of the field study then focussed on quantitative interviews on a larger scale with research suppliers and users in South Africa to verify their perceptions on challenges that impact quality across the focus group research process.
Research Population And Sample Frame
The population of interest for the study consisted of all South African organisations that supply or use marketing research information generated through the use of focus groups. Research suppliers are specialist providers of marketing information and research users purchase and use the marketing information for decisionmaking purposes. The rationale for the use of research suppliers and users was not only to achieve a balance in terms of representation of both research supplier and user organisations in the sample, but also to obtain perspectives from the two sides. A sample frame of over 250 research suppliers and 950 active research user organisations, both registered and unregistered with SAMRA (Southern African Marketing Research Association), was used (SAMRA, 2010, pp. 77-99).
Sample Size
A sample can be defined as a portion of a larger population (Zikmund & Babin, 2013, p. 312). In the first phase of the field study, namely the qualitative part, the sample consisted of two categories, that is, one for the research suppliers (n=8) and the other for research user organisations (n=10). Taking into consideration that it was the intention of the researchers to follow an exploratory and qualitative approach to investigate the problems identified in the literature review in more depth, the homogenous nature of the sample, and also the subsequent
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In the second part of the field study, the quantitative phase, a sample size of 600 potential respondents was considered large and adequate for conducting quantitative interviews on a larger scale with research suppliers and users in South Africa to verify their perceptions on challenges that impact quality across the focus group research process. The use of a large sample was also justified on the basis of the value of the information and the accuracy level desired. The sample units or respondents were selected from identified business organisations of both research suppliers and users. Names of the focus group research user organisations were available on the SAMRA database, while some were gleaned from the websites of some research supplier organisations within the South African marketing research industry, where they were posted for advertising purposes. Whereas 244 (40.7%) of the individual respondents were drawn from one hundred and eighty nine research supplier organisations, 356 (59.3%) participated as representatives of two hundred and twenty six research user organisations.
Sample Selection Criteria
A non-probability judgement sample was drawn for the qualitative part of the field study. Malhotra (2010, p. 379) defines a judgemental sampling as "a form of convenience sampling in which the population elements are selected based on the judgement of the researcher". In this regard, respondents from organisations currently active within the South African marketing research industry were considered. Only respondents from research supplier organisations that use focus groups, and research user organisations that have experienced or used research results derived from the use of focus groups, were used. An informal screening procedure based on inquiries and checks on individuals' background was conducted.
A similar type of approach was also followed in the quantitative part of the field study. Given the specialised nature of focus group research in South Africa and in terms of the design of this study, only appropriately qualified respondents, that is, those with the knowledge and experience on focus group research from both suppliers and users were considered. In terms of the sample selection criteria, each of the focus group research supplier and user organisations featured in the sample frame of the study was considered a research cluster, and was thus coded accordingly for sampling purposes. Zikmund and Babin (2013, p. 329) define cluster sampling as the division of the population into subgroups, labelled clusters, and a random sample of the clusters is chosen for the purpose of the study. Cluster sampling was preferred because it is said to be cost effective, as it improves the sampling efficiency by decreasing the cost at a faster rate than accuracy. Reminiscent of probability sampling method, the sample selection criteria entailed a systematic random selection of the clustered organisations, which involved the selection of every second cluster organisation from the sample frame that was randomly ordered as guided by Malhotra (2010, p. 383). With each organisation targeted constituting a cluster, all elements or respondents with knowledge and experience on focus group research that met the selection criteria within were identified, then selected to determine the research sample.
Data Collection And Research Instrument
In the qualitative phase of the field study, in-depth interviews were conducted for data collection purposes in the Gauteng Province in South Africa. This region was selected based on the fact that according to Victor (2009), a heavy concentration of the research suppliers is based within the Gauteng Province, perhaps owing to its status as the country's commercial research hub. A small number of research suppliers are based in Cape Town and KwaZulu-Natal, and one or none in other regions of the country (Victor, 2009). Furthermore, the in-depth research method was deemed suited for this study because it offers unhindered conversations in a social sense. The in-depth interview method generates data in an unconstrained but vivid atmosphere (DeRosia & Christensen, 2009, pp. 15-35; Malhotra, 2010, p. 188). The identity of respondents was treated as confidential, given the competitive rivalry within the South African marketing research industry. Respondents were manually coded 1, 2, 3, etcetera, for similar reasons. A discussion guide was used as the data collection instrument, essentially to obtain pertinent opinions and views of representatives of both research supplier and user organisations. The discussion guide contained structured topics determined on the basis of issues arising from the literature reviewed. The discussion guide was deemed appropriate for purposes of the study because it allows for flexibility with respect to the use of in-depth interviews
In the quantitative phase of the field study, the research method employed for the study was a questionnaire survey. The questionnaire was developed on the basis of the findings of the preceding qualitative study and was deemed appropriate as a formalised schedule for collecting information from respondents. An ordinal, 5-point Likert scale was used to measure the responses in the study. The 5-point Likert scale was preferred because of the few response options it offered, and thus proved easier to administer than when a broader scale would have been used. Apart from that, the rationale for using the Likert scale was to generate categorical data, which was appropriate for conducting tests for establishing frequency distributions, levels of agreement or disagreement and significance of associations or independence between variables among other things (Pallant, 2010, p. 118 ). The questionnaire survey was conducted using the Computer Assisted Telephone Survey (CATI) method. Essentially, the CATI approach entailed the interviewer taking the respondent through the questionnaire question by question, leaving no option for no responses nor refusals, especially as wide response options were given and respondents were guided through the questions. On this basis, CATI eliminated the potential for a low response rate, and the planned sample size of 600 respondents was thus achieved. For these reasons, neither missing values nor incomplete responses were realised in the data collected. Also, CATI offered increased speed, accuracy and instant recording of the data while being collected. Increased efficiencies of CATI in turn facilitated easier data organisation, processing and conducting analysis thereof, apart from revealing subgroup differences on the data collected that both Malhotra (2010, p. 213) and Burns and Bush (2014, p. 228) emphasise. In order to identify and eliminate potential problems (Malhotra, 2010, p. 354) , the questionnaire was pretested on a small sample of 10 respondents, 5 drawn from research supplier organisations and another 5 from research user organisations.
Data Processing And Analysis
In the first part of the field study, a qualitative data processing and analysis approach was employed, and entailed data cleaning and preparation for quality purposes. This process involved general editing by checking the data for consistency, correctness and completeness (Malhotra, 2010, p. 453) . The data was manually coded using number codes, and data that fell outside the coding procedure and any ambiguities identified were thus cleared to ensure the reliability and accuracy of the data analysis process, as advocated by Segal In the second phase of the field study, the statistical data collected was also subjected to an initial data preparation process for quality purposes (Malhotra, 2010, p. 453) . Once the data had been cleaned and was deemed free of errors as advocated by Pallant (2010, p. 53), the descriptive statistical analysis and different tests were conducted on the data set.
Statistical analysis and processing of the data collected entailed the use of the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS 18.0) programme.
Validity Of Data Collected
In the first part of the field study, the face validity technique, including preliminary discussions with major players and the piloting of the study, were followed as a scientifically rigorous procedure to ensure the fieldwork would be validated.
Subsequently, given the absence of complete internal consistency due to the grounded theory approach used in developing the construct measured, the 5-point Likert scale employed was validated based on evidence of face or content validity. As Zikmund and Babin (2013, p. 258) posit, face validity is present when a scale's content logically appears to reflect what was intended to be measured. Also, face or content validity of the scale was enhanced on the strength of validation of the research items listed thereon, which were confirmed through the qualitative study prior to inclusion on the research instrument that was later pretested. This way, as Malhotra (2010, p. 320) asserts, representativeness of the content of the scale for the problem at hand, which was achieved.
EMPIRICAL FINDINGS
The qualitative phase of the field study confirmed and corroborated some of the focus group quality challenges that were identified in the literature review, but a number of additional problems were also reported. As such, after careful evaluation, the following nine specific challenges were listed and further tested in the quantitative phase of the field study:

Incorrect use of focus groups is due to ignorance of scientific principles.  Tight project timelines make it difficult to follow scientific guidelines in focus group research.  Conducting focus group research requires the scientific application of the method.  Scientific guidelines on the application of focus groups are required in South Africa.  Taking shortcuts during the research process happens when the budget size is small.  Challenges encountered on focus group projects are not considered when setting the budgets.  Failure of focus group research projects occurs due to budget limitations.  Poor quality findings result from malpractices by participants within the focus groups.  Lack of participants' integrity compromises the quality of focus group research.
To meet the third and fourth secondary research objectives of this article and address the research hypothesis that was formulated, the remaining part of this section is subsequently devoted to an analysis of the quantitative results. Frequency statistics will be used to verify the perceptions of the respondents regarding the nine possible challenges that can have an impact on the quality across focus group research. In addition, the Pearson chisquare test will also be employed to compare the research quality perceptions of research suppliers and users within the focus group process. The research study at hand relied on a 95% confidence interval. A p-value of less than 0.05 would subsequently indicate that there is a significant association between the means of the two variables, concerning the Pearson chi-square test.
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Analysis Of Quantitative Results

Frequency Of Distributions
The frequency of distributions of the quantitative results is displayed in Table 1 .1. From Table 1 .1 it is clear that the majority of the respondents who participated in the study were in agreement with all nine statements that were made regarding the quality challenges experienced in focus group research. The respondents agreed most with the statement that a lack of participants' integrity compromises the quality of focus group research (91.7%). The respondents least agreed with the statement that failure of focus group research projects occurs due to budget limitations (48.2%). Finally, following the discussion in this section it can be concluded that the comparative analysis revealed collective similarities of perceptions on quality challenges relating to all nine statements measured, which were largely in the affirmative. The implications of these findings then are that both research suppliers and research users have similar views concerning the nine statements that were made regarding quality challenges across the focus group research process, and that the managerial implications resulting from the research findings discussed in the next section, could subsequently be of value to both research suppliers and research users with regard to improving the standard of focus group research in South Africa.
MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS
To address the last secondary research objective formulated for this study, this section highlights a number of managerial implications that would need to be considered to ensure that quality research practices are employed across the focus group research process. The managerial implications are directly linked to the nine statements that were assessed in the quantitative study and are subsequently presented in the same order:
Firstly, both research suppliers and users shared significantly similar perceptions with respect to the major quality considerations stipulated for mitigating challenges relating to scientific application or lack thereof, of the focus group research method. Subsequently, it is recommended that both research suppliers and users must be educated on the scientific principles of the focus group method to counter the inherent challenge of incorrect use of the method.
Secondly, reasonable and flexible time frames must be stipulated and agreed to between stakeholder parties involved for focus group projects in order to eliminate instances of rushed application of the method and taking of shortcuts which compromise research quality. This way, systematic adherence to scientific procedures and quality guidelines may be facilitated.
Thirdly, the scientific application of the focus group method is essential for quality reasons and must be emphasised and practised accordingly. A dire need for the regulatory enforcement of the scientific application of the focus group method has become an imperative for the local marketing research industry.
Fourthly, the fundamental need for scientific guidelines on focus group practice in South Africa must be satisfied through adherence to the quality considerations and guidelines provided in this section, as major quality pitfalls are highlighted for mitigation in real practice. Ensuring scientific quality in focus group research is a shared responsibility of all the participants who should make informed contributions within the focus group process. The way in which focus group research is conducted ultimately determines the quality of the research findings, and thus there may be no second chance to adherence to scientific research guidelines for quality reasons.
Fifthly, determining the correct budget size for a focus group project requires involvement and expertise of both stakeholder parties. An adequate budget is important for the efficient execution of the research project and may promote adherence to quality control procedures. Attempting to contain a project within a limited budget may lead to the taking of shortcuts by omitting certain procedures and overlooking some quality controls in order to complete the project within the limited budget available. The result may be a research quality trade-off.
Sixthly, research suppliers who ought to be equipped with technical know-how and experience on similar projects must assume the responsibility of technically assessing the adequacy of the final research budget, which should be flexible. An expert on focus group projects ought to have knowledge of the quality challenges that must be planned for fiscally, when budgets are set. Failure to incorporate unforeseen impediments to research quality in the budgets can be a major research quality compromise.
Seventhly, the correct size of the budget facilitates efficient execution of the project, and thus research quality may be attained, while project failure is generally attributed to inadequate budget sizes.
Eighthly, scientific focus group research practice ought to be the rule rather than the exception, as evidence of malpractices has been cited as contributing to poor quality research findings. Participants of integrity are becoming few, therefore effective strategies must be formulated to secure the efficient use of qualified participants required on focus group projects.
Lastly, as an imperative, the development of expertise for the execution of guidelines provided hereto must ensure quality in focus group practice and guide the interested groups into being able to tell good from bad focus group practice from an informed point of view.
CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH
The ultimate role of marketing research including focus groups is to provide market information which is used as scientific evidence and that would assist with the marketing decision-making processes of organisations (Maritz, 2012, p. 12) .
In the execution of the research task, rigorous adherence to methodological and other quality control measures, however, ought to be exercised in order to attain optimum quality of focus group research information. Enhancing production of high quality research is an imperative in South Africa, if the accuracy of marketing decisions of business organisations is to be improved within the local industry practice of focus groups.
Consequently, to assist in the identification of rigorous quality control measures, an overall comparative analysis of perceptions of research suppliers and users with regard to the quality challenges experienced across the focus group research process were examined in this study. The findings revealed numerous instances of similarities between research suppliers and users regarding their views on focus group research and the quality challenges thereof. In most of the cases measured, both groups either agreed or disagreed together, a trend that was confirmed through the significance of associations between the two groups. Following the research findings, a number of management guidelines were developed that will assist both research users as well as research suppliers in improving the standard of focus group research in South Africa.
